and groundwater use. The team also conducted a literature search for groundwater contamination associated with pit latrines.
In some countries of West Africa and the Middle East, the vast majority of the population uses pit latrines. Countries where pit latrine use is prevalent also tend to have high rates of groundwater use. Siting recommendations appeared to vary across countries, ranging anywhere from 15 to 75 meters between water sources and sanitation units.
Studies have associated pit latrine use with the transport of microbes (typically fecal coliforms, although one study assessed adenovirus and rotavirus) and chemicals (e.g., nitrate, phosphate, chloride, and ammonia) through soil and into local water sources. Microbes and chemicals usually traveled less than 15 meters from latrines, although some studies reported contamination up to about 25 meters away. Viruses were detected up to 50 meters from pit latrines. But different studies have found very different results even for the same location, reflecting a perplexing variety of experimental designs. Most groundwater contamination was reported downstream of pit latrines.
Pit latrines are an established, proven strategy for improving human waste disposal, but they can pose a tangible risk to drinking water resources in developing countries. The authors write that clear standards need to be established for siting pit latrines in relation to groundwater supplies. Future studies should also examine emerging contaminants and empirically test specific guidelines under a variety of conditions. Tanya Tillett, MA, of Durham, NC, is a staff writer/editor for EHP. She has been on the EHP staff since 2000 and has represented the journal at national and international conferences.
A woman cleans an improved pit latrine in Guinea. Two-thirds of households in Guinea use pit latrines as their primary method of sanitation, and nearly that many rely on groundwater for their drinking water.
